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1. Background to the Development of the Bid 
The University of Bolton and the Octagon Theatre have a distinctive cultural partnership that 
has promoted discussion and a sharing of skills leading us to pilot and research the concept 
of the Training Theatre that puts the Octagon Theatre at the heart of the learning 
environment for the student. Our aim when preparing these resources was to make a filmed 
documentary that was ethnographically focussed and that would be of use to higher 
education institutions who might also wish to establish professional teaching partnerships 
that actively engage students in employer related activity in the theatre. This project has 
begun to explore and document the opportunities presented to HE6 Performing Arts 
students as a result of being given access to the rehearsal process and of being taught by 
professional staff from both the theatre and the University. The partnership between the 
University and the Octagon Theatre has been an active and productive one that has 
spanned several decades and was established considerably before the application for this 
particular funding. Artists and students have regularly met and shared practice via visiting 
lectures, workshops, poetry readings and residencies. Staff have contributed to theatre 
programme notes and have been active consistently in the establishment of these links and 
both the Octagon Theatre and the University have collaborated to enrich each others’ 
environments for many years. 
 
For the purposes of this report however I would like to reflect that the seeds for this particular 
project were sown in July 2007 when I attended the HEA subject centre conference for 
English – an area to which I also contribute at the University of Bolton – when I was pleased 
to note that Kings College, London and the Globe Theatre were presenting a series of 
panels outlining the development of their own collaborations. It occurred to me then that 
there was much to be learned from their experience and a significant feature was at the 
heart of their enterprise an explicit and rigorous policy that the work of the theatre and the 
work of the University should remain independent in terms of keeping a respect for each 
others’ skills and expertise. The Kings’ staff and the Globe representatives at the conference 
re-enforced this ethos very consistently throughout their presentations. When staff from the 
University visited rehearsals they had a specific role pertaining to their academic function 
and were not attempting to co-direct or in any other way impact on the creative processes 
and theatre staff- directors and actors - would apply the same discretion regarding the 
academic. 
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The Training Theatre Project was further facilitated by the fact that institutional funding was 
made available for a joint appointment between the University and the Octagon Theatre 
commencing January 2009. Fortunately the University of Bolton had previously established 
itself as a significant sponsor of the Octagon Theatre some years before this and the arrival 
of a visiting professor signalled a natural development and enhancement of the 
collaboration. David Thacker was appointed the Artistic Director at the Octagon Theatre and 
Visiting Professor of Dramatic Arts bringing to the theatre and the University an international 
reputation for his work as a director of the works of Shakespeare and Arthur Miller.  
 
Early discussions between David Thacker and staff within the Faculty made reference to 
other models of collaboration and to discussions documents prepared in 2007/8 that 
reported back from the English subject centre conference in 2007. We were able to see that 
these practices were effective and sustainable. The challenge was to create our own model 
that could address the needs of our particular student body and of curriculum developments 
appropriate to the University’s Strategic Plan - professional development and employability 
being key.  Initially the conversations circulated around the tricky issue of opening up the 
rehearsal process. We saw this as an essential feature of the collaboration and not only to 
staff at the University but also to students. How would actors feel? Could they do their work?  
 
To begin the process of preparation for this major investigation two particular academically 
informed activities were undertaken. Firstly, and quite unusually, I was given access to the 
rehearsal and preparation of the two productions that opened the 2009/10 season – All My 
Sons (Miller) and Ghosts (Ibsen) – both directed by David Thacker. I began to explore the 
practicalities and logistics of the documentary process at this juncture. I decided that the 
rehearsals were best captured via audio since the devices are less intrusive and for the best 
part of four months from late August to early November 2009 I recorded rehearsals and 
conducted final interviews with actors. I felt that this provided me with an insight into the 
process as it would be experienced by the student. During this period I was able to formulate 
protocols and other useful strategies that would help us to prepare the students for this 
unusual but demanding experience. Secondly, and following on swiftly from my research, a 
pilot module of 20 credit (HE6) value was developed, validated and delivered. The module 
entitled ‘Shakespeare the Classical Text in Performance’   ran for the first time from January 
to May 2010. English and Creative Writing final students attended the rehearsals for David 
Thacker‘s first Shakespeare production – A Midsummer Night’s Dream in the spring of 2010. 
The pilot proved successful with the students having had a remarkable experience and 
feedback being extremely positive. However, it did allow us to make certain adjustments to 
the delivery, timings and duration of visits. 
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During this period the Octagon theatre and the University of Bolton were nominated for a 
Northern Arts and Business Award for Collaborative Partnerships and was the only entry 
representing a partnership with a regional theatre.  This acknowledged the University of 
Bolton and the Octagon Theatre’s position as an innovator in this type of collaboration 
regionally and indicated a strengthening of this unique partnership. 
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2. Approaches to the Development and Operation of the Training Theatre Project 
 
Originally our discussions considered taking on board similar methodologies used within the 
medical teaching sector in the sense that students would observe activities in a setting 
normally deemed as highly specialised and relatively inaccessible. We thought that this 
would differentiate between those students participating in the Training Theatre Project and 
those of students preparing for a career in teaching, for example, where the immersion in the 
milieu is central to their professional training but the environment itself is arguably more 
open to public scrutiny. We quickly realised that observing a surgeon at work and a theatre 
director in practice were very different things. Some very obvious distinctions needed to be 
made in terms of the nature of the activity. As we reflected upon our initial analogy we came 
to appreciate the reasons why as a research team were drawn to a medical model since 
there remains (despite the contributions of reality television) a sense of the unique about 
both ‘theatres’ in terms of access to the processes and indeed the specific skills of the 
medical practitioner and the theatre practitioner that may be deemed to be still shrouded in 
an air of mystery. 
 
As a research team we were committed to the production of a substantial piece of filmed 
ethnography and one that would give an accurate picture of the experience and provide 
examples of the types of student experience encountered during the lifetime of the project. 
Lesley Huchinson provided the skills, experience and expertise in the practice of capturing 
the workings of both the rehearsal room and student workshop. I, brought my experience as 
a film studies lecturer and my knowledge of the theories and histories of documentary 
practice to the post-production process  
 
 
We decided that the project needed to be divided into four separate parts. Phase One- initial 
interviews, Phase Two - in the rehearsal room at the theatre, Phase Three – in the studio at 
the University and Phase Four – final reflections given by the students to a series of 
questions that encouraged them to comment directly upon how effectively the aims of the 
project had been met.  Interviews were conducted in February 2011 and then in November 
2011 and provide a considerable amount of the data considered in this reflective report.  
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January 2011 – February 2011 
 
Phase One - Preparation for the Project 
During Phase One students were introduced to the project and we talked them through the 
bid. Their role as participants was explained fully to them and we went to great pains to 
make them aware that they were an essential part of the project. They then had time to 
consider their role in the process and then were asked to sign the relevant research ethics 
documents allowing us to record and interview them throughout and use the material in our 
research.  We then conducted short interviews with them at the University – largely 
concentrating on them as individuals, how they were coping with study at this level and 
hoping to give the viewer a picture of them and to highlight in some cases the enormous 
financial and personal demands the degree was making upon them. Making the point we 
hope that these students are determined and ambitious people who deserve the chance to 
experience high quality higher education. 
The question we posed were 
 How have you funded the degree? 
 What are the main challenges for you at the moment? 
 What is important to you outside of university life? 
 
We decided to make the questions fairly specific but not obviously related to the project. We 
did not want the students to project ahead nor to second guess how the experience might 
impact upon them. Our first instinct was to pose questions along the lines of, ‘How do you 
think observing rehearsals will help you?’ and so forth but we decided to allow the students 
to respond in a manner that allowed them to provide a very personal account of themselves 
as students. Four out of the seven participants were eventually identified by the 
documentary as exemplars of the process. This decision was largely determined by the 
availability of the student cohort in November 2011 – some having maintained less 
consistent contact with both the University and the theatre. 
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Summary of Initial Interviews 
 
The issues that emerged from these interviews ranged from facing the challenges of funding 
the degree to finding physical space to work and to live. 
 
1. Hayley Fitton 
Hayley is in her mid-twenties. Hayley reflects that time constraints negatively impact 
upon her and that when away from the environment of the University she finds it 
difficult to concentrate and to focus effectively on independent study. Largely the 
reasons for this are related to the recent breakdown of her marriage and the 
consequent leaving of the family home. She comments that living with her parents 
has meant that she has no dedicated space to study and having two small children 
further reduces her chances of progressing successfully. In this section Hayley 
appears distracted and weighed down by her current circumstances. 
 
2. Dan Meyers 
Dan is in his early twenties who relies on bar work and management to support his 
study. His experiences of child care are restricted to optional time spent with 
nephews and nieces from which he obtains obvious enjoyment. His reasons for doing 
the degree are largely related to general interest in self-development and seeing the 
‘potential’ of the experience. 
 
3. Lee Ward 
Lee is in his early thirties who of the four represented in these case studies holds 
down the most demanding of the jobs that support his study. He is a senior care 
assistant who has recently ‘cut down’ his hours to thirty per week in order to improve 
his chances of being successful and complete the Top Up by July 2011. 
It is evident that his reasons for doing the degree are to do with changing career 
direction and developing new skills. 
 
4. Phil Clynes 
Phil is in his very early twenties who has moved out of his parents’ home as a result 
of their separation but who now lodges with a fellow student on the degree. He 
supports his study by working in customer service at a large hotel in Manchester. He 
has varied interests including supporting Manchester United and playing to keep fit. 
He does not articulate precisely why he is studying performing arts but rather like 
Dan exhibits enjoyment from collective activities and new experiences.  
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January/February 2011 – March 2011 
  
Phase Two: Observations 
The students attended rehearsals every Tuesday morning. They observed a range of 
activities 
 The Units of Text– the director, David Thacker, spent some time engaged in 
detailed script work - this process was identical for both the Shakespeare and the 
Miller pieces. He and his cast analysed the script line by line identifying each unit 
and discussing in a very democratic fashion the evolving structures of the text. 
 
 Facts and Assumptions - Following on from this he and his cast re-visited the text 
and in a similarly meticulous manner evaluated the elements of ‘facts’ or 
‘assumptions’ upon which they as actors would begin to develop their individual 
characters and as such this indicates the early stages of character work. 
 
 Paraphrasing – Collectively the cast were asked to explain explicitly the exact 
meaning of every word of each unit. Actors were required to ‘translate’ –as it 
were – not only their lines but also the lines of others as it fell to them in group 
reading of the play. This was an obvious necessity when considering the 
Shakespeare but was also practiced with equal rigour when analysing the 
naturalistic dialogue of the Miller play. 
 
 The Circle of Trust – This activity involved the actors working in a circle seated 
with the director. They would run their lines which would be more or less learned 
for that call and the director would interject in role as ‘Mr. Truth’ and hot seat the 
performers and encourage them to improvise away from the text. 
 
 Balancing The Space – At this stage of the rehearsal process students observed 
actors working physicalising the script. The director does not block and the actors 
must find a coherent and meaningful way to move around the stage. David 
Thacker works a good deal in the round and devotes considerable attention to 
balancing the spatial relationship between actors so that an audience can see as 
much as possible and that actors become aware of the need for non-naturalistic 
kinesis between each other in their performance. The only exception to this rule 
we observed was when there was a requirement for a technical element to be 
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inserted –using particular hand props which might be have a risk attached to 
them or in choreographed fight direction. The students observed Terry King 
working with actors on fight sequences and were able to note the differences of 
approach in terms of actors using the space and in relating to each other in a 
safe and risk- adverse manner. 
 
 ‘Nailing’ the Lines – an informative part of the observation for students was the 
way in which professional actors are required to be word-perfect at a reasonably 
early stage in the process and many commented that as students they had never 
been able to leave down the script completely until nearing the technical and 
dress rehearsals. David Thacker insists that every word is accurate even in 
naturalistic dialogue. This process can be incredibly arduous and at times 
frustrating for all concerned – but well worth the effort. 
 
 Technical and Dress Rehearsal – The students were invited into the technical 
and dress rehearsals. As performing arts students this was extremely interesting 
and they observed the methodical and calm manner in which proceedings were 
conducted. They were able to see how design and technical issues were 
resolved and to see at first hand the collaborative and collegiate ethos of the 
company and the respect with which all members of the technical crew and cast 
were treated. This offered an interesting window in to professional conduct. 
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March 2011 – May 2011 
Phase Three Exploring/Transferring Practice 
Return to University – It is at this point in the project that we began to document the 
progress of students working on their final year individual performance project. This 
module of 40 credits demands that students perform a solo piece of some 25-30 
minutes duration. We document student progress on the 20 credit Shakespeare in 
Performance module also and Lesley Huchinson in her role as theatre maker began 
to lead sessions that explored her work with David Thacker and other artists. As a 
group we explored what it is to be an effective practitioner and to investigate 
physically and emotionally the journey towards professional practice and to regularly 
reflect upon the process in class. 
The students also attended rehearsals for The Price whilst working on Romeo and 
Juliet with Lesley. They continued to study the play during the run and were able to 
take advantage of the many incentives available for tickets available to audiences 
aged under 24 (£4) and as volunteers at activ8 they were also able to purchase very 
cheap seats (£3). Since all the cohort were placed with activ8 and were attending 
rehearsals during this period the return to the University took place in the context of 
continued professional development at the theatre. 
 Taking off One’s Shoes  
In the studio students explored the relationship between the voice and the 
entire body and the role of the movement director when working on a 
production of a Shakespearean text. Rather than taking the dramatic text as a 
starting point students were asked to engage in a considerable amount of 
floor work, experimenting with body and movement and how this impacts 
upon the voice. Lesley likes to use the floor because an important feature of 
her work as a movement director is the research she has conducted into 
movement with the early years  - particularly in relationship to her work with 
PLEY – and the beneficial impact that returning to a state of childhood 
‘playfulness’ has upon the performer. Taking off one’s shoes, exploring the 
floor with the feet and opening up the body to enable the release and creative 
deployment of sound is for Lesley as important as acquiring the textual 
knowledge and understanding so necessary for later stages in the process of 
translating the classical text into performance. 
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 Auditory Rather than Literary  
Once the students had explored this initial process Lesley then moved on to 
looking at a range of techniques she has used quite regularly when working at 
the RSC and with David Thacker. This involved asking the students to 
separate vowel and consonants and to experience Shakespeare as an 
auditory rather than literary event. This proved especially illuminating for the 
students as they felt liberated from the imperative to ‘understand’ and make 
‘correct’ meaning. The exercise for Lesley essentially continues the creative 
play element of her work. The students were able to reflect in the film we 
provide upon how this opened up their appreciation of the importance of the 
relationship between sound and a  ‘meaning’ in a manner that let them focus 
upon the voice and the vocal rather than extricating a purely intellectually 
informed responses to the text. 
 
Paraphrasing 
 A key feature of David Thacker’s approach to his work is to demand that all 
actors understand every syllable of the text. This involves as the reflections in 
Phase Two explain a very detailed and often painstaking study of the play 
with actors effectively ‘translating’ every word. The students did not do this for 
the entire play but for extended sections. The purpose for David and Lesley of 
this is to encourage an independent understanding of the text and to enhance 
an appreciation of the quality of the writing. Students in their reflections in the 
workshops for Romeo and Juliet back at the University discuss in the film how 
this has enabled them to see that it is very difficult to re-write the 
Shakespearean text in a way that betters the original and how much more 
confident they now feel about performing it. 
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 Miller in the Round 
We then moved onto looking at a range of issues relating to the performance 
of a naturalistic text performed in the round and students took great interest in 
how the actors in the Miler piece used their bodies in subtle and fluid ways. 
The observations of The Price coming after those for Romeo and Juliet 
impacted more directly on the later assessment of the solo performance 
which contributes 40 credits towards the 120 credit value of the Top Up. 
Lesley worked more tangentially on this and we explored theatre making from 
a very personally informed perspective. We focused upon developing an 
emotional connection with a role. Students brought to the workshop items of 
real importance to them and Lesley worked with the group to develop a sense 
of how they could use their own experiences to create a truthful character on 
stage. This particular play by Miller demands that actors interact with items 
stored away from their past – furniture and other family ephemera from 
childhood and early adulthood that often triggers and extends on stage action 
and around which Miller skilfully constructs his text. Students reflect in our film 
upon how they appreciated the ways in the movement director can work with 
actors to refine their naturalistic performance styles – shadow movements, for 
example. It has to be said however, that the students had the opportunity to 
observe very well-established performers of American drama with 
considerable experience of naturalistic acting techniques. This was a 
difference in the two observation experiences as David Thacker was working 
with actors at a much earlier stage of their career on Romeo and Juliet 
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November 2011 
Phase Four Final Reflections  
 
The students now were able to reflect upon their experiences of observing rehearsals for 
Romeo and Juliet, The Price and as the project developed on becoming part of the 
community company for a piece of musical theatre – Sweeny Todd (Sondheim). The final 
interviews explore how the project impacted upon their sense of themselves both as 
performers but also as graduating students who were beginning to appreciate the demands 
of the professional theatre and of the world of graduate training and employment. The film at 
this point documents especially how actually being in the rehearsal room and working with 
other departments at the theatre –activ8 –in particular has transformed their vision of 
themselves and enabled a transformative turn in their identity away from that of student to 
professional. They report a real sense of purpose and passion for the work – not purely of 
the main stage activities but also for the wider applications of performing arts training and 
education. Academically and practically informed professional processes can be seen to 
have impacted positively upon their employability. As a team we designed a series of 
questions that directed the participants towards specific reflections upon the process 
however we decided to leave in relatively open questions relating to personal development. 
The reason being that we had begun to appreciate that the emersion in the professional 
environment had contributed as much to this aspect of their journey as any of the skills they 
has acquired over the period of the study. 
 
Summary of Final Interviews 
 
1. What did you learn from the observation of rehearsal? 
2. How do you think you have changed this year? 
3. Now that you have graduated and the project is over how has the experience of 
studying at the theatre has impacted upon you? 
4. What were the most important things you have learned throughout the process? 
5. What did you take away from working with theatre professionals? How has it 
impacted upon your practice? 
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Hayley Fitton 
Hayley reflects that the prospect of studying a Shakespeare text was daunting. 
The word she uses is, ‘panic’.  She is highly aware of the unusual nature of the 
experience although not necessarily totally knowledgeable about the position that 
David Thacker has as a director of Shakespeare. It is the theatre itself that has 
given her a community of practice into which she feels she can comfortably fit. 
The actic8 placement has given her a real sense of a possible career route and 
the environment of the theatre and being a part of it has for her been a key factor 
in her development as a professional. Also Hayley identifies in herself a love of 
learning and wanting to keep upgrading her knowledge and skills. Hayley in 
common with others identifies the solo performance element of the course as 
particularly challenging. She is proud of the fact she completed this and in fact 
obtained a first class mark for it. The confidence she has acquired from working 
in the theatre has been in her view crucial to her success in this. Working with 
Bridges (one of the activ8 disability groups) is something that Hayley sees as the 
most important activities that she continues to engage in since leaving the course 
and she feels very confident that she is operating at an appropriately professional 
level because she has had the experience of training in the environment and 
having learned the workshop skills over an entire year with industry professional 
workers. 
 
      Dan Meyers 
 Dan discusses how actually training and working in the theatre altered his   
perceptions of how a theatre works. ‘I thought I had a good idea how a theatre 
would work...’ and having the opportunity to observe different directors allowed 
him to deepen his understanding of the professional environment he wished to 
enter. Interestingly Dan was cast in the community company for Sweeny Todd 
and had the experience of both observing and participating in practice and 
reflects that whilst observing actors at work one is terrifically aware of the levels 
of concentration required in the professional environment and in the rehearsal 
room, however, working alongside actors he observes is different again. Then 
you really get to know about the rigours of the profession. He comments, ‘Their 
level of focus and concentration is at the top all the time. It is needed – being part 
of it, then you realise it’. 
 
 16 
 
 
Lee Ward 
Lee’s interview reflects on a number of things relating to professional and 
personal development. A major feature of his interview is his experience of 
working with Dan on Sweeny Todd. He is able to assess how he has come to 
realise that being in the rehearsal room with a director demands that you become 
very present in the room. You must come with ideas, ‘...you must offer up 
suggestions – bring something to the place’ he comments....`you must raise your 
game.’ Lee also speaks about the ways in which his sense of himself has 
changed. Before starting on the course (the HND) Lee did not feel that he 
deserved to be a performing arts student, ‘I wasn’t worthy to be doing an HND’. 
Lee was given a traineeship at the theatre after he graduated in July 2011. 
 
Phil Clynes 
Phil is another student who has identified a career path as a result of studying at 
the theatre.  He also was given a traineeship after graduating. His reflections 
focus quite considerably upon how observing rehearsals directly influenced his 
working practice, particularly when preparing for his solo performance and how 
he was able to transfer what he had learned in the rehearsal room to his work 
with the activ8 youth theatre in their preparation for their responses to Romeo 
and Juliet. This has been a particularly positive feature of the placement since all 
performing arts students attend rehearsals and volunteer with activ8. Phil also 
reflects on his approach to knowledge – ‘you never know everything’ - .The 
interpersonal skills Phil identifies as having acquired emerge as being a key 
element of the impact of the experience for him and learning to work with a 
diverse range of people is a skill he values. This leads me to consider that 
keeping the initial interview questions fairly open and not specifically related to 
any possible intended outcomes was important since we might have 
unintentionally implied that these kinds of qualities were at that point under-
developed. This participant certainly sees himself as a radically changed 
individual with what he terms ‘a real passion’ for his work.    
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3. Recommendations and Suggestions 
 
Rather than offering a strictly step by step guide we would like to suggest some areas of 
practice that we feel would help and guide academic staff when establishing links of this 
nature and when conducting research of this kind. We are outlining some fairly basic 
strategies which may be very familiar to this readership and possible some that are not. 
 
 Research Ethics 
 Participants should of course be given the same editorial rights as any of the industry 
professionals involved. In my 2009 research project I asked the cast for both plays and 
others in the creative team to be part of the same process and found that the actors 
appreciated being integrated into the University academic and quality systems and this gave 
my presence in the rehearsal room far more credibility and the project more weight. The 
2009 project made the actors and creative team the subject of the study whereas the 2011 
project made the student participants the subject of the study so there is a difference in the 
emphasis between both projects in terms of the research ethics framework and therefore 
about whom the work is about and consequently who has to allow permissions. 
 
 Pre-rehearsal Preparation 
It is important that actors are aware some time in advance that students are arriving into the 
rehearsal room. In the earlier occurrences of the Shakespeare in Performance module, in 
particular, this was not always achievable. However, subsequently we have devised a 
protocol that actors receive information about the students in a letter from the director which 
arrives with their contracts. Additionally, during this operation (2012) of the module when 
students attended rehearsals for Macbeth I as the tutor visited rehearsals earlier in the week 
and introduced myself and outlined the nature of the work we were doing and thanked the 
cast and creative team for their generosity. Obviously time is very limited in the regional 
theatre environment and we cannot expect theatres to give up too much precious time to this 
sort of activity – however slotting into the general induction of the cast into the building is 
very advantageous and identifies the work of the university as being integrated into the work 
of the theatre. Subsequently we have found that the rapport between the cast and the 
student body much improved this year and to our surprise and delight the actors were 
available to engage in creative investigations of the opening of Macbeth with the Performing 
Arts, particularly on the initial stage pictures of the play where the contact improvisations set 
up by the director included both cast and students in the exploration of the battle scenes and 
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contributed to the ways in which the opening of the play ultimately became established 
theatrically. 
 
 Rehearsal Room Protocols 
We found that establishing strictly adhered to protocols became essential to the project. On 
a very basic level getting the student body to arrive in a timely manner is crucial and can 
mean that late comers miss massive amounts of very precious opportunity to observe 
professionals in practice since we were only in the rehearsal for one morning per week. 
Therefore, students would have to wait until the actors’ break if they were so much as a few 
minutes late. This embedded essential professional skills from the very outset and students 
were able to see at firsthand how important punctuality is in the environment of the theatre 
and any misconceptions they may have had about temperamental actors and so on were 
very quickly dispelled. On the contrary they saw that the university environment is rather 
more relaxed in comparison. The director made it clear to the cast that mobiles (obviously) 
must be turned off but also that no reading materials – apart from those pertaining to the 
work – should not  be brought into the rehearsal room and that casual chatting and catching 
up between actors should remain  the province of the green room. We were able to refer to 
this when we worked back at the University and with little argument and gradually begun to 
take the rehearsal room ethos and the behaviours observed there back to the University. 
This quite minor adjustment made a significant contribution to the ways in which the 
Performing Arts students approached their work from then on – even the way they entered 
the space altered - as if they somehow had taken on board the levels of focus and 
concentration required to work at this level. 
 
Students must be made aware in course documentation how to conduct themselves in the 
theatre and this is where having spent some time in an observational role myself became 
instructive and I would recommend that academic staff who have a largely academic 
background put themselves in the environment firstly if they can because they can then fully 
appreciate the difficulties of remaining engaged but unobtrusive during rehearsals. Having 
said this some actors have commented that observing and being a cast member is a very 
different thing therefore colleagues with industry experience may wish to follow suit. 
 
 Giving the actors space and never entering the green room is crucial as is keeping a polite 
distance outside of the rehearsal room, resisting the temptation to approach and ‘network’ 
also is a dictum that should be very firmly re-enforced. As it happens since the students work 
with activ8 they naturally come into contact with the cast and creative teams and their 
capacity as volunteers is very much respected and appreciated by the cast in general and 
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students reflect in the film how the opportunity for informal contacts and exchanges between 
industry professionals and themselves was afforded by the experience of becoming learners 
at the theatre. However, if the groundwork is not laid and respect on both sides is not 
established then obviously the reverse could be true with pretty disastrous consequences for 
the students and their professional development and indeed for the collaboration between 
both institutions. We feel that the fact that the students were contributing to other vital areas 
of the theatre enhanced the relationship between the actors and the students and as the 
project progressed and some students were actually cast in the final show of the season in 
the community company the boundaries between the professional and the learner became 
less and less defined. 
 
4. Concluding Remarks 
We believe this to be having been a unique and innovative development that offered 
students from the widening participation demographic the opportunity to experience an elite 
environment and access the skills and expertise of practitioners working at the very top of 
their fields. We have begun the process of disseminating this teaching model transferring our 
research into this practice thus far by delivering a joint paper at the University of Bolton’s 
international Research and Innovation Conference (June 2011) and further to this have 
produced a documentary film that acts as an account of our practice and which presents a 
series of case studies that demonstrate the impact that the project has had upon the student 
participants. Through the Higher Education Academy we hope to share our practice with the 
wider education community. We feel that the film effectively documents the progress that the 
students made during the process and that the filmed material has provided some very 
interesting and unique insights into how a partnership of this nature operates and most 
significantly how that partnership impact on student learning – particularly in terms of their 
professional development. As we worked on the project we began to envisage the outcome 
as being primarily in the form of an ethnographically orientated filmed project – in the sense 
that while it serves as a document of an example of innovative practice it is effectively 
capturing subjects in their own and a specific environment - but as a team we have 
additionally delivered a more traditionally framed research paper and have plans also to 
create work that is more conventionally academically constructed. 
 
A significant feature of the project and certainly now in the second year of the operation of 
the Top Up year at the University has been the focus that the Octagon Theatre has provided 
for the course and for the students who have progressed from partner colleges with HND 
Performing Arts qualifications.  
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Central to the partnership has been the establishment of a productive and enriching dialogue 
between the professional theatre and the University. This has been institutionally augmented 
by the appointments both of David Thacker and Elizabeth Newman as Visiting Professor of 
Dramatic Art and of Elizabeth Newman as Associate Director University of Bolton/ Octagon 
Theatre. Without this kind of institutional support we believe that University/Theatre 
partnerships may not establish a truly reciprocal relationship and upon this imbalance many 
a collaboration may have floundered. The role of the theatre practitioner as tutor and 
curriculum designer has informed the development of the rationale for the project. Both 
David Thacker and Elizabeth Newman have been very involved in the design of individual 
modules and of programme structure and both artists remain involved both in providing 
direct input into delivery of modules and to providing the students with mentoring and 
opportunities to become involved in additional activities that offer the final year students not 
only to observe but to audition for additional activities that will enhance their professional 
development considerably.   
 
Much of our time on the project was spent concentrating upon working practically with the 
students and in a team teaching scenario with professional staff from the theatre involving 
the students in the project as far as possible. The film clearly articulates that the student 
participants considered Lesley Huchinson, David Thacker, Elizabeth Newman and members 
of the activ8 team to be as equally involved and influential in their learning as University 
staff. I would like to thank them for their support and professionalism and for the ways in 
which they opened up their practice to observation. The Octagon Theatre was welcoming 
and generous on all levels and staff took their mentoring roles very seriously. Students 
always felt supported and respected and have, as the film documents, maintained a close 
relationship with the theatre and continue to receive invaluable professional development 
from creative teams and the activ8 staff.  
 
 
